The American forest pathogen Heterobasidion irregulare colonizes unexpected habitats after its introduction in Italy.
Habitat preference of an invasive fungal tree pathogen is here compared with that of a sympatric and native closely related congener to test the hypothesis that the invasive ability of the exotic organism may be linked to its capacity to colonize substrates unavailable to the indigenous relative. We compared the distribution of infectious airspora of the North American Heterobasidion irregulare introduced into Italy with that of the native H. annosum, both regarded to be able to establish only in the presence of conifers. Geostatistical and statistical analyses were employed to test for association between both species and five Mediterranean vegetation types. Results show that H. annosum is positively associated with pines and negatively associated with deciduous oaks. The probability of finding its spores decreases to almost 0 at distances over 500 m from pines, and this species is virtually absent in pure oak forests. Spores of H. irregulare are present irrespective of vegetation type, and this species can be found not only where pines are present, but also in pure oak forests. This knowledge implies that spread of H. irregulare is not limited by the fragmented distribution of pine woodlands in central Italy and is essential to both predict and hinder its progress in Europe.